CHAPTER    V
The Fabulous Mbalolo
OF ALL THE CURIOSITIES in the natural history of the South Seas, the
mbaklo stands first. It is a thin, jointed worm about eighteen inches
long which lives its life fathoms deep in the fissures of the coral reef,
rising twice a year to die, phcenix-like, in the propagation of its kind.
Being mere living vermicelli, with no head but a mouth, and no body
but a transparent pipe, it ought to live a life of inglorious security, but
it has one remarkable quality. It is a natural almanac with a fixed day
for its appearance, and it will not turn from this fixture for all the
hurricanes that ever raged south of the line. In the mere observance
of fixed intervals there would be no greater miracle than our own
bodies can show. The wonder lies in the fact that the mbalolo keeps
both lunar and solar time, reconciling and adjusting them at regular
intervals. It swarms to the surface of the sea on two nights in the
year in the third quarter of the moon in October and in November,
and it has never departed from the time during the century in which
it has been watched by Europeans. The moon directs its choice of
the day, the sun its choice of the month. It cannot maintain regular
intervals of either twelve or thirteen lunations without changing the
calendar month of its reappearance. For two years it rises after the
lapse of twelve lunations, and every third year at the thirteenth. Even
this arrangement would gradually sunder solar and lunar time, and
so to meet this difficulty it intercalates once in every twenty-eight
years an extra lunation. No one has attempted to show what arc the
impulses that lead it to rise on the appointed day and keep it back
every three and every twenty-eight years.
The reefs from which the mbalolo rises are sea reefs far apart. Many
centuries must have passed before the natives became impressed with
the regularity of the mbalolo's appearance and gave its name to their
calendar. October is the Lhtk Mbalolo and November the Great
Ubahk, but you may scour the reefs in a fast canoe and see nothing
on these nights. Decades must have passed before the unmethodica
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